A case of transitory hallucinosis and sudden personality change in a seclusive septuagenarian is presented. The differential diagnosis of the hallucinosis includes delirium, the Charles Bonnet syndrome, acute functional psychosis and a dream or trance-like state. The personality change might represent hypomania or a conversion experience. A guardedly optimistic prognosis is given, though restoration of the previous personality does not seem wholly desirable.
Case report
The patient, ES, was referred on the 4 January. He is a single man in his 70s, a self-employed merchant, living alone near the docks, just outside the City. He appears to have no general practitioner, and it is unclear how he was referred, though a lengthy report was available from CD, a remarkable observer of social deprivation'. The problems leading to the referral were: (l) Acute hallucinosis (in all sensory modalities).
(2) A sudden personality change between Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. The previous personality was vividly described: 'He was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone! A squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner! Hard and sharp as a flint from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret and self-contained and solitary as an oyster. ' The background history is sketchy. ES had a partner (purely business, it would seem), JM, who was dead. CD labours the point: 'As dead as a doornail.' How did ES react? 'He was not so dreadfully cut up by the event but that he was an excellent man of business on the day of the funeral, and solemnised it with an excellent bargain.' However (whether from thrift or attachment) he never painted out his partner's name. There it stood, years afterwards, above the warehouse door, following his. The last people to see him, it seems, on Christmas Eve, when he was still at work, were his nephew, a pair of fundraisers and his clerk. The nephew reported that when he called to invite him to dinner on Christmas Day his uncle was typically bleak and dismissive: 'Bah! Humbug! Ifl could work my will every idiot who goes about with "Merry Christmas" on his lips should be boiled with his own pudding and buried with a stake of holly through his heart!'
Invited by charity workers to contribute to the welfare of the poor, ES asked: 'Are there no prisons? and the workhouses [pre-part III bed-and-breakfast accommodation1are they still in operation?' Receiving the reply that many Would die rather than go into these establishments he remarked: 'If they would rather die they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population. ' The clerk (RC) likewise confirmed that ES was his usual self on Christmas Eve. He scared away carol singers, and Wasmost reluctant to concede him the next day off: 'It's not convenient and it's not fair. You don't think me ill-used when I pay a day's wages for no work? A poor excuse for picking a man's pocket every 25th of December! Be here all the earlier next morning!'
The referral was discussed at the community assessment team's meeting, and the consultant old age psychiatrist and the team social worker visited the patient on 5 January.
ES readily related how, when he returned home on Christmas Eve and put his key in the lock, he saw in the door knocker his late partner's face. It looked at him as JM used to look. It has a dismal light about it 'like a bad lobster in a dark cellar.' As ES looked at this phenomenon, it was a knocker again.
Before he shut his bedroom door he walked through his rooms to make sure that all was right; he had just enough recollection of the face to desire to do that. Although satisfied, he double-locked himself in his bedroom, which was not his custom, and had his supper of very thin gruel before a very low fire.
His next unusual experience was when a disused bell began to swing and then to ring out loudly (it was a very old house). The ringing was followed by a clanking from the cellar as if something were dragging a heavy chain. He heard it coming up the stairs and straight towards his room. 'It's humbug,' he protested, 'I don't believe it.'
Next, however, an apparition entered the room by walking straight through the door, and despite its being transparent he immediately recognised it as JM. He can describe in detail its appearance, and the conversation which ensued. 'You don't believe in me,' it observed. 'I don't.' 'Why do you doubt your senses?' 'Because a little thing affects them. A slight disorder of the stomach makes them cheats. You may be an undigested bit of beef, a crumb of cheese.' He was trying to be smart as a means of keeping down his terror.
But the spirit insisted that the chain it wore was a penance, forged during life 'inch by inch and yard by yard.' He was condemned to travel the world incessantly: 'I cannot rest, I cannot stay, I cannot linger anywhere. I am here tonight to warn you that you have yet a chance and hope of escaping my fate. You will be haunted by three spirits.'
The apparition then walked backwards from him towards the window and faded into the night. ES went straight to bed without undressing and fell asleep upon the instant.
He woke to hear the clock strike twelve. He had gone to bed at two, and could scarcely believe that he had slept all day and into the next night, but it was dark and foggy outside. He brooded about his encounter with JM: 'Was it a dream or not?'
As the clock struck one he saw the first of the predicted spirits. It was like a child -or an old man diminished to a child's proportions. While the long hair was white, the face had not a wrinkle in it, and from the crown of its head sprung a bright, clear jet of light, by which all was visible. The figure fluctuated in its distinctness, being now with one arm, now with one leg, then twenty, now a pair of arms without a head, now a head without a body, and then distinctly itself again. Despite the bizarrerie of his image, the voice was soft and gentle. 'I am the Ghost of Christmas Past -your past. ' ES was then apparently conducted to certain Christmases from his past. He saw himself as a lonely boy in a schoolroom, then being brought home to his widowed father by his sister, later his nephew's mother. He saw a party at his old employer's house, of which he himself was the life and soul. And he witnessed his release from his engagement by a fiancee who recognized that by then all that mattered to him was making money. Though deeply moved and distressed by what he saw, ES was overcome by drowsiness, reeled to his bed and sank into a heavy sleep.
Starting awake sometime later, he realized that there was a strange light in the next room. Exploring, he found the floor heaped with Christmas fare to form a throne, on which sat a jovial green giant wearing a holly wreath.
This was the Ghost of Christmas Present. It took him to his clerk, RC, the youngest of whose large family was a crippled boy. They went on to a very merry party at the house ofthe nephew he had not forgiven for marrying for love and not for money.
This ghost then disappeared, to be replaced by a hooded, silent phantom -the ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. ES was very upset to find his clerk and family mourning the death of the little crippled boy, and greatly dismayed by increasing intimations of his own unlamented demise, culminating in a horrifying glimpse of a gravestone in a desolate yard, bearing his name. As he pleaded for reassurance that there was still time to change his future, the phantom shrank, collapsed and dwindled down into his own bedpost.
Subsequently, ES eagerly proclaims, he was a changed man. Emerging from his ordeal with Christmas Day in fact still before him (though it had seemed to be two or three nights past Christmas Eve) he determined to make amends. Observing a boy beneath his window -'a remarkable, intelligent, delightful boy' -he sent him in a cab to his clerk's house with a turkey as big as himself. (How so huge a bird was to be cooked in time for Christmas dinner he did not explainl) He overwhelmed the fund-raisers he had previously turned away with the generosity of his donation, and was, after all, the life and soul of his nephew's party.
Next morning he was at work when his clerk arrived a few minutes late. He teased him with talk of dismissal, then announced that he was going to raise his salary. The astonished clerk trembled, and had the idea of knocking him down with a heavy ruler, holding him and calling for help and a strait-jacket. Hence, presumably, this referral.
Mental state examination
The patient is a tall, spare, stooping septuagenarian, whose appearance faintly recalls the fondly-remembered late Alastair Sim (Figure 1 ). Balding, with his remaining white hair in disarray, he has sharp hearing and good eye contact over a pair of old, somewhat out of shape, spectacles. He was restless and overactive, with flamboyant gestures and a loping gait. Though genial and effusive he could not settle to formal cognitive testing", but appeared alert, orientated and au fait with his own affairs. He had considered, and dismissed, the idea that he might have been hallucinated. He was convinced that he had had a supernatural experience, and was grateful for it. He did not fully appreciate the purpose of the consultation, and was with some difficulty dissuaded from handing over large cheques for various charitable concerns.
His home was cold, dark and dingy. It lacked electricity, central heating or a telephone, though he claimed that he would be speedily seeking their installation. At the same time he remarked that there were far too many rooms for a single elderly gentleman, and that he would be seeking to move to a bungalow or apartment near to his nephew, making his house (or its site) available as a hostel for young homeless people.
Discussion
The hallucinatory state
The differential diagnosis is: (a) Delirium. The medical evidence favours delirium. He suffered an acute, transitory alteration in consciousness for one night, when he experienced rich, vivid, bizarre, mainly visual hallucinations as well as an illusion (the phantom which became his bed-post). During this period he was bewildered and emotionally labile. Although there is no evidence of impaired alertness or orientation before or after the episode, many of the criteria for delirium according to the American Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (Revised)" are met. In that he still insists upon the reality of his experience, however, he may be regarded as secondarily deluded and lacking in insight.
Potential causes for the delirium must be considered. CD's report hints at possible pathologies: However any really serious illness is unlikely because he was not overtly ill. He had been abstemious, was on no medication, had not fallen and his vigour makes hypothyroidism unlikely, though hyperthyroidism remains a possibility until tests have been completed.
ES had, however, undoubtedly been a miser, liable to eat and warm himself too little. 'It was cold, bleak, biting weather,' says CD. His supper -of thin gruelwas meagre, and his fire very low. A combination of under-nutrition (even rebound hypoglycaemia) and hypothermia is as likely an explanation of the delirium as any.
The Charles Bonnet syndrome is a syndrome of pure visual hallucinosis into which the subject has full insight, and is usually associated with ocular disease". ES's experience does not really meet these criteria.
An acute functional psychosis is an interesting possibility. The whole phenomenon is too brief, coherent and visual to do for schizophrenia; there is no previous psychiatric history, and the first onset of schizophrenia in such a form in the senium is exceedingly rare". Mania, though, is a possibility. It may present for the first time in old age", when the pressure of talk is sometimes hard to distinguish from manic incoherence. Arguments for ES's personality change being a mood shift into hypomania are given later. However, visual hallucinosis is rarely a feature of mania.
Could ES's experience have been a dream? This cannot be dismissed, though it seemed real to the patient and the content makes more sense than dreams usually do. The manner in which he emerged from his ordeal is very like waking from a nightmare. There is a tendency, as Freud observed", to make sense of dreams and censor parts of them in turning them into a story after waking. It is not, perhaps, improbable that so well organized a person as ES should make a good narrative of his dream, but much less in character for one who had for so long suppressed his tenderness to censor so little.
A trance state is a variation on the idea of a dream.
Possible psychodynamics of ES's trance -a Jungian view
Christmas is a time of remembering, of 'time travel', even of crisis and upheaval. -Jung" described a condition, 'abaissement du niveau mental', a relaxation and uninhibited letting go of psychic restraints, in which unexpected psychic phenomena may emerge from the unconscious. The nephew planted the seeds of certain ideas 9 in his uncle's mind on Christmas Eve. His words (as reported to the social worker) were:
'I have always thought of Christmas time as a good time: a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time: the only time 1 know of, in all the long calendar of the year, when men and women seemby oneconsentto opentheir shut-uphearts freely, and to think ofpeople below them as ifthey werereally fellow passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, thoughit has never put a scrapofgold or silverin my pocket, 1believeit has done megood and willdome good; and 1say, God bless it!' According to Jung, the dynamism of the psyche always requires pairs of opposite forces which, in a well-balanced person, are held in compromise. In the 'abaissement', however, this play of opposites, usually held in check by the Ego, is released, bringing about a relative reversal of values.
ES's experience, set off by the nephew's speech, tnight be explained by his long denial of his softer, tnore gentle self. This Christmas his partner, JM, was on his mind as he entered his house where, for Psychological or physical reasons, his resistance was lowered and a dissociation from present reality -a trance -was the result. JM, the trader, might be perceived as the Jungian psychopompos (a manifestation of Mercury, god of trade and thieves) seeding further ideas, fears and anticipations, giving ES ã ideline for his subsequent hypnogagic or self-trance JOurney.
His first.joumey was an extended age regression into his sad boyhood, his time as an apprentice, his courtship and the ending of his engagement. This 'life review'IO contains poignant decisions against human attachments in favour of power and control -his ?t'0wing commitment to Mammon. This first journeỹ~c haracterized by pseudo-orientation in time, and the lrst changes were wrought -a catharsis in Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 84 December 1991 743 remembering and re-assimilating ES's forgotten selves.
The second journey shows pseudo-orientation in space -the 'people below him' and 'fellow passengers to the grave' of his nephew's speech. The pity he had been brought to feel for himself as a small boy was now extended to another -his clerk's crippled son.
The last journey was into possible futures. His guide paced' him as a hypnotherapist might help a patient see beyond present realities to their future consequences. ES encountered his own death in all its grimness, totally unmourned, in contrast to that of the clerk's little boy, emphasising the resourceful interdependence of others. But the 'time traveller' was enabled to make new decisions to alter the course of future events 'back on earth'.
The anguished ES pleaded with his guide: 'Assure me that I may yet change these shadows you have shown me by an altered life! . . . I will honour Christmas in my heart and try to keep it all the year. I will live in the Past, the Present and the Future. The Spirits of all three shall strive within me. I will not shut out the lessons that they teach.'
The phantom did not respond easily to this request, and ES fought with him like Jacob with the Angel _ and in the intensity of his struggle emerged from his trance state to find himself in wakeful consciousness but with none of these journeys, lessons and new decisions forgotten: 'The Time before me was my own to make amends in.'
The personality change Here the differential diagnosis must lie between hypomania and a conversion. Hypomania has considerable appeal. ES's excitement, playfulness, psychomotor acceleration and extravagant bonhomie are all compatible with the diagnosis, possibly precipitated by the organic brain syndrome causing the hallucinatory state. A conversion on the other hand, is the natural outcome of the meaningful cathartic trance-state discussed above. ES's behaviour from Christmas Day onwards recalls William James'll account of those who have undergone a religious conversion -their delight, gratitude and utter conviction of the reality of their experience. The potential for change would have been 'incubating in the unconscious' mind of ES until the time was ripe for its realization. The conversion of Saul to Paul on the road to Damascus seems to have been a very similar experience.
If this interpretation is correct, then according to Jung 'alternation of being at the mercy of now one, now the other of a pair of opposites'? may require ES to undergo further swings of the pendulum. However, if his is a true conversion he may remain in his new 'state of grace', remembering and accepting his old self in a process of integration and individuation.
Future management
Arrangements were made for the patient to have a full physical examination and appropriate investigations as an outpatient. Meanwhile, it seems that, while perplexed by the sudden change in ES, his family and friend regard it as, on the whole, for the better, and hope that it will last. It seems reasonable, therefore, to withhold lithium or major tranquillisers in the hope that he may live happy ever after without them. After all, it is still Christmas.
